How temporally stable are polydomous wood ant networks? by Ellis, Samuel & Robinson, Elva
P028 
How temporally stable are polydomous wood ant networks? 
Samuel Ellis, Elva Robinson  
 
 
The location a social insect colony nests has a profound effect on how that colony can interact with 
their environment. Many ant species change this relationship by one colony spreading into several 
spatially separated, but still socially connected, nests.  This dispersed nesting strategy is called 
polydomy, and is found in a number of phylogenetically and ecologically diverse ant species.  
Polydomy is a particularly interesting life-history strategy in the red wood ant (Formica rufa) group 
because nesting system is flexible both within and between species.  Insights into the benefits 
polydomy may bring can be provided by examining the structure of the polydomous colonies, and 
how this structure relates to the environment. In particular it is unknown how stable the colony 
nest-structure is, and how a colony expands and founds new nests. We investigated the temporal 
stability of red wood ant F. lugubris colonies by regularly remapping thirteen polydomous colonies 
over a three years period, collecting information on the number, size and status of nests in the 
colonies and the layout of internest and foraging trails.  This has given valuable insights into how 
polydomous wood ant colonies change both within and between years. Specifically we found that 
polydomous wood ant colonies have a higher nest turnover than might be expected for an 
ecologically dominant species in a stable environment. We also investigate the conditions under 
which new nests are in the colony are formed and the properties favour the survival of a particular 
new nests in a colony. This study demonstrates the insights which can be gained by examining 
colonies through time, and the importance of temporal factors in the fitness benefits of particular 
life-history strategies.
